MIT GSU FAQ September 2023 


Key definitions 


Bargaining Committee (BC) 


Elected committee of 24 members, each representing a department or collection of 
related departments/programs. 


Contract Action Team (CAT) 


Volunteer team consisting of organizers from across campus who are supporting the BC in 
preparing for collective action. 


Bargaining Unit 


All graduate workers who are covered by the contract. Determined by the National Labor 
Relations Board (NLRB). 


General Membership 


All graduate workers who have signed a union membership card. At this time, this includes 
graduate workers on fellowships, whose bargaining unit membership is contested and 
awaiting a final NLRB decision. The general membership is the ultimate decision making 
body in the MIT GSU. 


United Electrical, Radio and Machine Workers of America (UE) 
National union that MIT GSU is affiliated with. 


National Labor Relations Board (NLRB) 


Independent federal agency that is responsible for enforcing US labor law, primarily for 
employees in the private sector. 


Major outstanding issues 


Union Security 


Who is covered by the union contract? 


Every member of the bargaining unit as determined by the National Labor Relations 
Board (NLRB) is covered by the contract. This currently includes Research Assistants 


(RAs) and Teaching Assistants (TAs). The status of graduate students on fellowships is 
contested and awaiting a final decision from the NLRB. 


What does it mean to be covered by the contract? 


Every member of the bargaining unit is represented by MIT GSU and will be provided the 
same benefits of the contract. This includes legal protections such as lawyers to defend 
members against violations of the contract by the employer. The union is required to 
provide the same resources to all members of the bargaining unit regardless of dues 
payment status. 


Can | opt out of being covered by the contract? 


No, the contract covers all members of the bargaining unit and there is no legal 
mechanism to opt out of the benefits provided by the contract. The union must defend all 
members of the unit even if they have not financially contributed towards the resources 
used in their defense. 


Does union shop mean | will be forced to join the union as a member? 


No. The First Amendment protects the rights of an individual to choose to affiliate with an 
organization. The Supreme Court in 1988 ruled that unions may not require bargaining 
unit members to join as full union members, and this is commonly referred to as “Beck 
rights”. Beck “objectors” are not full union members, but are still fully protected by the 
contract, and they only pay the portion of dues that are directly used for representation 
(which includes the costs of collective bargaining and contract administration). 


What is a union shop? 


Union shop means all workers in the bargaining unit must decide after they have been 
hired whether they want to become full dues-paying union members, or be Beck 
Objectors and pay only the portion of dues that is used for contract negotiations and 
enforcement. 


What is an agency shop? 


Agency shop is very similar to a union shop. In addition to the two options in a union shop, 
in an agency shop workers will have the option to become a “union agent” who pays a fee 
to the union for their representation in lieu of dues. The amount of this agency fee is set in 
the contract. 


What is an open shop? 


An open shop means that workers are not required to become members of the union and 
may work under the contract and receive protection from the union without contributing 
towards the benefits they receive. Non-members in an open shop are known as 
“free-riders” who benefit from the dues paid by their peers without paying their fair share. 
It is fully optional to contribute to the union. 


What are right-to-work laws? Is Massachusetts a right-to-work state? 


Federal US law prohibits a “closed shop” where all workers must be full union members as 
acondition of hiring, but allows union shop or agency shop as described above (for private 
sector unions). Individual states may further restrict the types of union security clauses 
allowed in unions within those states, and these are collectively termed “right-to-work” 
laws. Twenty eight states in the US have some form of right-to-work policy that prohibits 
requiring workers to pay dues or agency fees. Massachusetts does not have a 
right-to-work law and allows private sector unions to negotiate any form of union security 
clause that is consistent with federal law. 


What kind of shop do other unions at MIT have? 


All other unions at MIT (dining workers, library workers, facilities workers, etc.) have 
union shop. 


What kind of shop do other grad unions at peer institutions have? 


Graduate student unions at NYU, Georgetown, Brandeis, Brown, American University, 
and Tufts have an agency shop. Graduate student unions at Harvard and Columbia have an 
open shop. Harvard graduate student workers have advised us to not settle for open shop. 


What will be the dollar amount of the dues | will need to pay? What if | 
choose to not be a full union member? 


Full union members will pay 1.44% of their wages pre-tax as dues. This will amount to 
approximately $50 a month and will be automatically withheld from your paycheck similar 
to taxes for RA/TA income. This amount is set in the UE constitution. 

If you choose to be a Beck objector, the amount you will pay will be determined by the 
union’s expenses. At this stage, all of our local union’s spending is towards contract 
negotiations. Our national affiliate, UE, does not make any political contributions. As such, 
it is likely that the portion of dues used for representation will be equal to or almost the 
same as full-union member dues. 

The amount of the agency fee, if the union negotiates an agency shop clause, will be set by 
MIT GSU. 


What is the expected total amount of dues the union will collect across the 
bargaining unit? How will this be used? 


Someone please do the math. 


Harassment and discrimination grievance procedure 


What is a grievance procedure? 


A grievance procedure is a formal mechanism for workers to raise complaints about 
contract violations by the employer (MIT). Union representation is guaranteed at all steps 
of the process, allowing workers to be guided through the process by a trained union 
steward. It involves multiple stages of escalation, from the head of the DLC (Department, 
Lab, or Center) all the way up to the Vice Chancellor. If it is not resolved by the end, it then 
goes to third-party arbitration. 


What does arbitration mean? 


A third-party arbitrator will review all the evidence and issue a binding decision on the 
parties. They can decide if a violation of the contract has occurred and provide for relief 
for the worker who filed the grievance. Note that they cannot punish or fire supervisors. 


What does mediation mean? 


A third-party mediator works to help the parties reach a compromise. They cannot issue 
any binding decisions, and can only help to arrive at a mutually agreeable resolution. 


What is the current proposal from the MIT admin for grieving contract 
violations relating to harassment or discrimination? 


The MIT admin insists that the existing IDHR process supersedes the grievance procedure 
for complaints related to harassment and discrimination. The IDHR process can 
sometimes take years, and the institute has an intrinsic conflict of interest to protect itself 
in these cases. True third-party arbitration as a final appeal option would ensure an 
unbiased party can act as a backstop in case the institute process fails, but the MIT admin 
is fighting against this. Instead, their latest proposal creates a carve-out for these 
complaints where a third-party arbitrator cannot issue any decisions relating to the 
violation, and only determine if the institute followed internal procedures properly. While 
the MIT admin allows for mediation for these cases, a mediator is unable to issue a 
judgment and is therefore not as meaningful as true third-party arbitration. Additionally, 
their proposal insists that these limited mechanisms of response only be applied at the 
end of the IDHR process, which has no definite timeline and doesn't allow for the 
possibility of opting-out if the process is not meeting the worker’s needs. 


Compensation 


What is the cost of living for graduate students in the Cambridge-Boston 
area? 


MIT’s Office of Graduate Education and the MIT Graduate Student Council both estimate 
that a single student with no dependents can expect to spend around $40K a year. This 
number is higher for students with dependents to support. Nearly 50% of this expenditure 
goes towards rent in the Cambridge-Boston housing market, which ranks among the most 
expensive nationally. 


What is the current proposal from the MIT admin for stipend rate increases? 


The most recent proposal from the MIT admin offers a 5.25% increase for 2023-24, 3.50% 
in 2024-25, and 3.00% in 2025-26. 


What is a cost of living adjustment (COLA)? 


The MIT Graduate Student Council estimates that a single student with no dependents 
faced 6.8% inflation during 2022-23. Not only is a 5.25% raise this year an effective pay 
cut, but committing to a 3.50% and 3.00% raise in subsequent years could be disastrous if 
inflation remains high. A cost of living adjustment (COLA) ensures that the raises are not 
set in stone, and can be revised in case inflation is higher than expected. Note that this 


does not mean we could receive a pay cut if we end up in a recession- COLA would 
stipulate a floor for the raise in that scenario. 


Is it true that the MIT admin cannot afford to raise graduate student wages 
beyond the current offer? 

In Fiscal Year 2022, MIT spent $4191.3M on operations. Graduate student salaries 
accounted for $80.4M. MIT also had a cash surplus of $73.9M. An 8.75% raise in stipends 
would cost MIT roughly $7M. MIT also spent $527.3M on compensation for general and 
administrative employees, which is roughly 6 times what was spent on graduate student 
salaries. For more details on MIT’s operating expenditures and revenues, take a look at 


this facts page and the reports from the VP for Finance. 


Are there other economic issues that are still on the table? 


T-passes, benefits? 


Other issues 


How do | learn more about the contract? 


The Bargaining Tracker maintained by the MIT GSU BC has detailed information on every 
article in the contract, including all the available proposals from both sides and whether 
each article has been tentatively agreed (TAed) to or not. In addition, this guide 
summarizes every article and the key issues of disagreement on articles yet to be TAed, as 
of May 4, 2023. 


Strike escalation 


Why is there talk about a strike? 


Since bargaining discussions resumed in July after the rejection of the contract ratification 
in May by a vote by members, the MIT admin has not made any movement on the three 
major issues listed above. At this stage, it is likely that collective action that results ina 
crisis for the MIT admin will be required to force them to move. 


Who makes the decision to strike? 


All members of the union will vote in a secret ballot for the strike authorization. If a 
majority of workers approve of a strike, then the bargaining committee will decide when 
to call a strike after that vote. 


How would this situation be resolved? 


During the whole process, MIT GSU remains open to negotiating with the MIT admin. If an 
agreement is reached, then the entire union membership will vote to ratify the contract. If 
a majority of members ratify the contract, then we will move to the next stage of 
establishing a union constitution. 


Phase 1: Strike Pledge and Strike Authorization 


What is a strike pledge? 


The strike pledge is a public affirmation of your willingness to vote yes ina strike 
authorization vote (see below) and participate in a strike if one is called. 


What is a strike authorization vote? 


The strike authorization vote is a secret ballot to officially call a strike of MIT GSU 
members. This is required by the UE constitution, and a majority must approve a strike 
before MIT GSU can call one. While a simple majority is all that is required to pass the 
authorization, the margin and turnout for this vote are crucial indicators of the true 
support for a strike among the members, and will inform both MIT GSU and the MIT 
admin about the likelihood of an effective strike. 


Are we automatically on strike if the authorization vote passes? 


No, the authorization vote indicates that members are ready to strike whenever needed. 
The BC will strategically leave some buffer time between a successful strike authorization 
and an actual strike to allow for the MIT admin to come to a settlement without actually 
needing to go on strike, but we must be ready to strike whenever needed at that point. 


Am | making a binding commitment to strike by signing the strike pledge or 
voting to authorize a strike? 
No, you will always have the choice to strike or not. However, the strike pledge and 


authorization votes are tools to gauge how many members are willing to strike, and so it is 
important that you register your honest position on them. While you will never be 


required to strike, your coworkers will expect that you will stand with them in solidarity if 
we vote to authorize a strike. 


Why is there both a pledge and a vote? 


MIT GSU is giving the MIT admin as many opportunities as possible to meet our demands 
at the bargaining table, while gradually ramping up the escalation while they hold out. The 
strike pledge is the first step in indicating to the MIT admin that a majority of graduate 
students are willing and ready to strike if necessary. The vote is the second step of 
escalation. 


When will the strike authorization vote happen? 


After a majority of grad workers have signed the strike pledge and the bargaining 
committee (BC) determines that the movement at the bargaining table is still stalled, the 
BC will decide to call a vote. Note that a vote might not be called even if we reach a 
majority on pledges if we are making progress at the table. None of us want a strike, and it 
is a last resort option if all else fails. 


Will the lists of people who sign a strike pledge and vote in the strike 
authorization be publicly available? 


The strike pledge is a public commitment, although a list of signers will be released only 
when we've reached a majority of graduate workers. The strike authorization vote is a 
secret ballot and no one will know how you voted including the administrators of the 
ballot. 


Phase 2: Strike 


What is a strike? 


Astrike is a concerted action by workers in a workplace to withhold labor in protest and 
force their employer to address our issues. In our context, this would mean stopping all 
research and teaching work that contributes value to MIT. 


How does a strike get us closer to a contract? 


What have successful strikes at other universities looked like? 


How will the strike strategy be decided? 


As described above, strike type, timing, and length can vary. An effective strike is urgent 
and disruptive, mounting pressure on the employer to agree to a fair contract. There are 
several teams working on a potential strike strategy within the Contract Action Team, 
focusing on different aspects of a strike. They will complete a strategic plan and the 
Bargaining Committee will decide on the final strike plan. You can participate in this 
process by joining the CAT. 


Am | legally allowed to strike? 


As employees we have a legal right to strike and the MIT admin cannot retaliate against us 
with disciplinary actions. Retaliation, including threats of dismissal, would be considered 
unfair labor practices (ULPs) and can be appealed in front of the NLRB. 


Can MIT stop paying me if | strike? 


The MIT admin has threatened to withhold pay during the time we are on strike and they 
are legally allowed to do so. At peer institutions where graduate students have striked, 
universities retroactively withheld pay in some cases, but this can take months. 


I’m an international student- am | allowed to strike? What happens to my visa 
status? 


International students have the same protections as any other worker when it comes to 
striking. Visa statuses are tied to your status as a student and not as a worker, meaning 
you cannot lose your visa status by striking. Note that it is important to maintain academic 
progress as detailed below. 


lam a fellow- can | strike? I’m not even in the bargaining unit, why does it 
matter? 


Appointments often change throughout graduate careers, and while you might be a fellow 
now, you might be an RA/TA in following semesters and a contract would apply to you 
then. Additionally, the status of fellows is currently contested and might be included in the 
bargaining unit in the future. The MIT admin also might extend the benefits of the contract 
to fellows voluntarily. 


The MIT admin maintains that fellows are not employees and don’t have to “meet 
employment responsibilities or service requirements to receive or maintain their 
Fellowship award.’ This means that if fellows go on strike, the MIT admin will have no legal 
basis on disciplining fellows or withholding their pay. 


| am really close to finishing my [thesis/paper/grant...]. Do | need to stop 
working on it? It will probably hurt my progress the most. 


Being on strike is not necessarily a binary “work’/“no work” decision. There are ways to 
withhold useful labor while not shooting yourself in the foot. You can continue to work on 
your thesis while refusing to help with lab maintenance jobs for example, and participate 
in pickets or other strike actions that will create a crisis for the MIT admin. 


What if | don’t want to participate in the strike? 


Astrong and effective strike needs everyone to stand together. However, whether or not 
to strike is entirely your choice, and choosing to not participate in a strike will not result in 
any disciplinary consequences. 


Can | continue going to classes during a strike? 


Yes, you should continue to maintain satisfactory academic progress. Your role as a 
student remains unaffected by a strike, and you should continue your academic work, 
including thesis research. Note that this is a fuzzy issue as the line between academic 
work and employment work is blurry. MIT’s stance is that graduate students are part-time 
workers for 20 hours a week, and are considered students for the other 20 hours of the 
workweek. 


